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Abstract: With the ever-evolving educational technology trends, distance learning is 
now able to provide tremendous opportunities of learning that were barely possible 
before. Despite that, distance education institutions are still continuing the battle with 
one of their most challenging issue, which is high learner dropout. There is a notion 
that learners will be more successful and less prone to dropout when their learning is 
self-directed (Uba, 1997). Recently, research showed that mobile learning encouraged 
learners to be self-directed and there was a substantial decline in dropouts (Attewell, 
Savill-Smith, Douch, 2009). This paper is a further effort to investigate the potential of 
mobile learning to support self-directed learning and aims to highlight the effect of 
mobile learning using short messaging services (SMS) on learners’ self-direction for 
learning. In the study, SMS text messages were sent to mobile phones of  science 
teachers who were undertaking the Bachelor of Teaching Program at Open University 
Malaysia. Data was collected using survey questionnaire as well as interview method 
whereby 35 participants responded to the questionnaire and two were interviewed. The 
assessment of self-directed learning was based on the theories of self-directed learning 
suggested by Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) and Candy (1991). The findings show how 
learners exhibited ownership of learning due to mobile learning through their goals and 
plans for learning, strategies and processes of learning and self-evaluation of their 
learning. The study also discusses issues that these teachers faced when using mobile 





The rapid growth of information communications technology in today’s society has 
provided a climate where the concept of self-directed learning is receiving more 
attention. There is a notion that learners will be more successful in their learning and 
less prone to dropout when their learning is self-directed which is now easily 
accomplished by the aid of technology (Uba, 1997). The development of technology 
and media such as television, radio, computer and recently mobile devices has made 
learning accessible to learners at a distance. Despite the fact that information technology 
has made access to distance education much easier, the battle against attrition rate 
continues to prevail. There is enough evidence in literature that reports attrition rates as 
one of the main challenges in distance learning. Studies have shown that a substantial 
number of learners dropout from the learning process and attrition rates of distance 
learners are higher than campus-based learners (Murray, 2001). 
 
Lowe (2005) alleged that appropriate support must be provided to ensure distance 
learners achieve the academic success that eventually leads to program completion. 
According to Tinto (1975), a learner’s decision to drop-out from studies depends on 
how the learner interacts with the social and academic environment of the institution. 
This means that by providing active and robust support to student learning, it will 
improve learner retention (Ashby, 2004). 
 
The ever changing needs of modern learners are now compelling educational 
organizations to move from didactic to a more learner-centered approach. And with 
these reasons, this research was conducted to explore the potential of how mobile 
phones which are one of the most highly engaged technology currently used by 
mankind is able to infuse learning ownership among distance learners.  
 
Mobile phones for learning 
A known fact is that more people have more mobile phones than computers. In 2010, 
there were 5.3 billion mobile phone subscribers which represent 77% of the world 
population and in Malaysia, penetration rate of mobile phone subscription was reported 
at 127.7% (MCMC, 2012). 
 
Mobile learning refers to usage of mobile digital tools, which are small size, with 
ubiquity and functional convergence, enabling learning (Pachler, 2009). Cock, Pachler 
and Bradley (2008) stated that activities with, and supported by mobile devices have the 
potential to meet the conditions required for effective learning. Mobile learning has 
been described as both the subset of distance education (Keegan, 2005) and a subset of 
e-learning (Mellow, 2005). 
 
A study by Chyung (2001) found that telephone intervention can yield positive retention. 
Frequent contact with distance learners helps to improve retention (Catchpole, 1992, 
and Simpson, 2004). Mackay (2007) discovered that the use of short messaging system 
(SMS) fosters a sense of connectivity between the learner and facilitator. According to 
Attewell, Savill-Smith, Douch (2009), mobile learning promotes independent work 
outside lessons and has helped to increase retention rates. 
 
Self-directed learning  
The concept of self directed learning is related to self-teaching and learner autonomy 
(Knowles, Holton & Swenson, 1998). Self-directed learning is a process that naturally 
takes place while one is learning (Gibbons, 2002). Learning is a self-reliance process 
that does not just happen in the classroom but also occurs in daily life activities. 
According to Gibbon (2002), self-directed learning impresses the importance of 
developing ownership of learning as it will motivate the learner to pursue a learning 
goal and persist in the learning process. Learners with high levels of self-directed 
learning are resilient learners who have intense  interest for learning, able to use 
learning skills to engage in independent learning activities, and autonomously mange 
their own learning (Knowles, 1975; Brockett & Hiemstra, 1991; Candy, 1991; Merriam 
& Caffarella, 1991; Guglielmino & Guglelmino, 1991; Gibbons, 2002). 
 
Self-directed learning has been in the limelight, partly due to the research trends in adult 
learning (Roberson, 2005). In the literature, self-directed learning had shown to be a 
reliable indicator for predicting academic success in traditional learning settings or 
non-web-based distance learning (Long, 1991). 
 
While recognizing that institutions and their instructors play a vital role in addressing 
the attrition problem, particularly in distance learning, it is also equally high 
responsibility of the adult learners to understand their conception of learning from being 
dependent to a self-directed learner. Tinto (1987) confirms this same point when he 
contended that, "To single out the institution as being solely responsible for student 
departure, as do many critics, is to deny an essential principle of effective education, 
namely that students must themselves become responsible for their own learning." 
(p.181).  
According to researchers (Brockett and Hiemstra, 1991 and Guiglielmino, Long & 
Hiemstra, 2004) self-directed learning occurs when a learner assumes the primary 
responsibility for planning, implementing and evaluating the learning process. As such, 
in this study an investigation will be done on how the mobile learning instructions 
designed to trigger self-directed learning involved in all three components of the self 
directed learning process of the learners, namely planning, implementing and evaluating 
of learning. 
 
Purpose and methodology of the study 
This study was conducted as part of a larger research study on developing and 
validating a pedagogical model for mobile learning. The main purpose of this study was 
to examine the effect of mobile learning SMS on learners’ self-direction for learning. 
Thirty-five participants received Short Messaging Service (SMS) text messages related 
to a course called Teaching and Learning of Science (with course code HBSC1103) on 
their mobile phones. These undergraduate learners are in-service teachers undertaking 
the Bachelor of Teaching Program at Open University Malaysia. The sample was 
represented by 32 females and 3 males, and a majority of them were from the 30-39 age 
group (77.1 %) followed by 20-29 age-group (17.1 %). Close to 57% of the participants 
reported to have 5-9 years of working experience followed by about 37% having 10-14 
years of teaching experience Data collection was based on the responses to 
questionnaire from all 35 participants, as well as interview with 2 participants. A 
basic-interpretive and semi-structured interview was conducted using the online chat. 
 
Findings 
According to the questionnaire data, 29 (82.9%) of the respondents believed that it is 
possible to learn through mobile phone and only 2 (5.7%) thought it is not possible to 
learn using mobile phone while 4 participants were not sure if it is possible to learn 
using mobile phone after all. 
 
In response to what reasons were considered the strengths of mobile learning, it was 
found that the top voted reason was that SMS encouraged them to be self-directed in 
their own learning with 62.9% agreeing to this, followed by the 60% responses for 
agreeing that tutor replied to them instantly. Thirdly, participants felt that the SMS 
motivated them to read the course module with 54.3% of participants agreeing to this. 
37.1% of the participants indicated that the SMSs had interesting facts that attract their 
attention. Other reasons that were equally interesting and were recorded by 28.6% of 
participants were “I enjoy working on the exercises given in the SMS” and “I can reply 
to the message at anytime and anywhere”.  
 
On the whole, most participants rated their learning experience through mobile learning 
as 7 on a scaled of 1 to 10, with a mean score was 6.1. Five participants gave a rating 
less than 5 and these participants had indicated that they disliked working on the 
exercises given in the SMS, were not motivated to read the course module and found 
that the SMS did not encourage them to do their own learning. Two participants even 
mentioned that they tend to get confused when the next topic’s SMS comes in. 
 
The assessment of self-directed learning was based on the theories of self-directed 
learning suggested by Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) and Candy (1991). Three aspects 
were looked at during the interview sessions, which are planning, implementing and 
evaluating of learning. From the qualitative analysis of the interview data, it was 
discovered that the learners exhibited ownership of learning due to mobile learning 
through the three phases of self directed learning process: (a) goals and plans for 
learning, (b) strategies and processes of learning and (c) self-evaluation of their 
learning.  
 
However, each learner had unique plans and strategies applied for their learning despite 
the fact that they received similar instructions on their mobile phones. To illustrate this 
fact, the interview excerpts are provided below. 
  
When the learners were asked whether they had any plans or goals for their learning 
after receiving the mobile learning instructions, the responses were:  
Student A: “Yes, I followed what the SMS wanted so I can cover all the topics. My aim is 
to comprehend the course module in preparation for the examinations”. 
Student B: “I will try to answer the questions if I have the time and if I don’t have the 
time, I’ll keep it on the phone and try it later as revision for my studies”. 
 
As seen from their responses, Student A preferred to act on the activities in the mobile 
phone in the anticipation of receiving immediate response from the instructor and aimed 
to comprehend the module content. In the case of Student B, she prioritized her job and 
family matters first and left the mobile learning activities only for her revision purposes. 
In both cases, the learners had a single ultimate goal that is to achieve the learning of 
course undertaken. 
 
When asked what were the learning strategies applied after receiving the mobile 
learning instructions, the responses were: 
 
Student A: “Referred to the module immediately”. 
Student B: “I’ll start to study the module, then answer questions from module, or 
question posed on my mobile phone or past year question”. 
 
Student A was motivated to response to the mobile learning instruction immediately. In 
the interview she also indicated that by using such strategy actually impelled her to 
allocate time for reading her module despite being busy with her responsibilities at 
school and home. This was because she wanted to respond to the mobile learning 
instructions and receive feedback from the instructor. She also reported that she did not 
do regular reading of her modules belonging to other courses and made last-minute 
revisions for her examination preparations for those courses. 
 
In contrast, Student B strategized her learning towards the end of the semester before 
the examinations. Through the interview it was found that she has been doing group 
discussion with another peer for all her courses except for HBSC1103 course because 
her peer did not take the course. She revealed that she felt lucky to have an additional 
mobile learning support as a substitute for the lack of group discussion and she has kept 
all the messages that she had received for her revision in preparation of the 
examinations. However, due to her job and family commitment, she was unable to 
actively respond to the mobile learning activities and was apologetic about it as 
demonstrated by the following SMS received from her. 
 
 (“Good day Ms… I’m very appreciate you’re concern and take care of me. I’m sorry 
didn’t reply to you all the time. The reason is I’m busy in school every day. I’m teaching 
2 main subjects(… n …) wit 50 pupils, and I have to do a lot on-line work. I also take 
part in co-curriculum activities,, school meetings etc. As a mother, my children need my 
attention. I try my best to complete 3 subject of assignment before due date. I promise 
I’ll do revision with your sms after I settle all my assignments. I never delete all the sms 
because I need it when I doing revision. Sorry that I always disappoint you.” 
 
In both cases, Student A and Student B had preferred ways of carrying out their learning 
process for the HBSC1103 course. Where, Student A had actively participated in 
responding to all the mobile learning activities by replying with 18 SMS as compared to 
Student B who only replied 3 SMS to the instructor. 
 
The other aspect that was investigated was whether mobile learning had triggered 
self-evaluation of learning and the replies were: 
 
Student A: “I practiced questions in the module”. 
Student B: “Yes, as I completed answering all the activities received through mobile 
learning”. 
 
Both Student A and Student B made sure that they had completed all the activities 
through mobile learning, and also the exercise questions that were available in the 
module. This shows both students were self aware of the importance of assessing their 
knowledge and understanding in the HBSC1103 course. 
 
From the interview it was discovered that these in-service teachers had a very busy 
lifestyle and it was a huge challenge for them to allocate some time for their studies. 
They had to submit assignments for at least three courses and it was a great challenge 
for them to have any additional task of learning such as the mobile learning. Moreover 
the requirement of keeping a mobile learning journal also demanded much of their time. 
While student A enjoyed her journey of mobile learning experience in the midst of 
demanding lifestyle, Student B who also had to struggle with her time preferred to 




The goal of this study was to explore whether mobile learning can foster self-directed 
learning.  
The results showed that the participants experienced self-directed learning through 
mobile learning. The findings of this study entail that mobile learning instructions have 
generally cultivated an ownership of learning and a three phase process was observed 
where the learner begins with a learning goal in mind and later used different learning 
strategies to capitalize on learning through mobile technologies and finally reviewed 
their understanding through assessment methodologies. 
 
In addition, the findings also imply that due to the fact that learners have varied set of 
attitudes, characteristics, cognitive, psychological and social behaviors, it is therefore 
imperative that the instructor design the mobile learning instructions that serve the 
diverse preferred ways of learning. However, at times, it is not the instruction that fails 
the acceptance of the technology but the characteristics of media itself hold a significant 
bearing for triggering learning. In the case of this study while a majority of the learners 
were satisfied and convinced with  mobile learning, there was a small number of 
learners who just could not accept the idea of learning through mobile phones, in 
particular to using SMS. Hence, it can be deduced that the learner decides and controls 
how he/she wish to further interact with the mobile learning content. This of course 
remains true for all other media and modes of learning.  
 
It was evident that the mobile instructions had to some extend generated interest and 
encouraged learners to be self aware of their learning needs. Qualitative data showed 
that mobile learning to some extend has encouraged in bringing about the need to 
self-structure  learning through methods that employ planning, implementing and 
evaluating of learning. 
 
Conclusion 
This study showed some pedagogical possibilities of mobile learning in promoting 
self-directedness of distance learners. And, mobile learning had made the learners 
appreciate the connectivity they had with their instructor for this course. 
 
However, as the study was conducted within a short period of time with a rather small 
number of students in an in-service program, there is need to carry out further studies 
that allow longer experimental period and invite more participants across various study 
fields. It will also be interesting to research  how learners’ social believes interact with 
their acceptance of using mobile technology as a means for learning, in particular to 
distance education.    
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